ESIMS and LC-ESIMS analysis of the extracts
The electrospray ionisation (ESI) source of a Linear Ion Trap (LIT) (Thermo Finnigan) mass spectrometer was tuned with a standard solution of both CHCl 3 and acetone extracts of the aerial parts of Onopordum cynarocephalum were dissolved in acetonitrile (l µg mL In order to obtain the chromatographic profiles of the CHCl 3 and acetone extracts of the dried finely powdered aerial parts of O. cynarocephalum Boiss. et Blanche, an analytical approach based on high-performance liquid chromatography coupled to electrospray positive ionization mass spectrometry (LC-ESIMS) was employed. The LC-ESIMS profile of the CHCl 3 extract, obtained by using a mobile phase consisting of an aqueous acetonitrile gradient without the addition of acid, highlighted the presence of 13 main peaks (Fig. 5) while the LC-ESIMS profile of the acetone extract (Fig. 6) showed the occurrence of 4 further peaks not detected in the CHCl 3 extract. The MS spectra in ESI positive ion mode were strongly indicative for the detection of molecular weight due to the low fragmentation pattern. In order to unambiguously identify the compounds corresponding to the main peaks, they were isolated and purified by Silica Gel Chromatography and by several reversed-phase semipreparative HPLC procedures using IR detection system. After isolation and structure elucidation, compounds 1-17 were identified in the LC-ESIMS profile, by means of their pseudomolecular ions and specific fragmentations ( Figures 1S -2S) . 
DNA analysis by COMET assay
The presence of DNA fragmentation was examined by single-cell gel electrophoresis (COMET assay), according to Singh et al. (1991) . Briefly, 0.8-1 x 10 5 cells were mixed with 75 μL of 0.5% low melting agarose (LMA) and spotted on slides. The "minigels" were maintained in lysis solution (1% N-laurosil-sarcosine, 2.5 M NaCl, 100 mM Na 2 EDTA, 1% Triton X-100, 10% DMSO, pH 10) for 1 hour at 4 °C, and then denatured in a high pH buffer (300 mM NaOH, 1 mM Na 2 EDTA, pH 13) for 20 min, and finally electrophoresed in the same buffer at 18 V for 45 min. At the end of the run, the "minigels" were neutralized in 0.4 M Tris-HCl, pH 7.5, stained with the fluorescent dye and scored using a fluorescence microscope (Leica) interfaced with a computer. Software 
